The terminology used to describe healthcare's regulatory environment can be daunting and often confusing. Idioms such as accreditation, certification, registration, and licensure are often erroneously interchanged and used in the wrong context. While standardized language within individual states is an important first step, stan dardization would be even more effective if it were incorporated in every state for the regula tion and licensure of all health professions. The lack of uniformity in language between different healthcare professions limits effective profes sional practice and mobility, as well as adding confusion to legislators, professionals, and the public. This article will define and analyze the close nexus between the terminology used in regulating the healthcare field and how these terms specifically apply to the profession of sonography.
Background
The credentialing process is used to provide for maintaining quality standards of knowledge and performance. Credentialing includes employing the concepts surrounding accreditation, licensure, registration, and professional certification. 1 The autonomy of profession is critically linked to its credentialing system, wherein the basic prere quisites and standards of competence are estab lished for professional practice. The first attempts to regulate occupations and professions in America were medical practice acts set in the colonial states in the early to mid17th century. 2 The right of the states to regulate the various aspects of professional practice stems from their inherent police power conferred upon them by the 10th Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. The U.S. Supreme Court firmly established the legitimacy of the states' use of their police power to regulate occupations in its 1889 landmark decision with Dent v. West Virginia. 3 Regulation of health care providers offers some assurance that workers in all settings have met governmentset requirements before entering practice. Basic prerequisites and standards of competence have been proposed by Cohen 4 and include (1) licensing by the state, (2) certification by professional associations, and (3) accreditation of educational programs. A great deal of confusion stems from misuse of the terms licensure, certifica tion, accreditation, and registration when referring to different levels of professional regulation. This phenomenon is not merely confined to sonography, as according to precise definitions of statutory law, registered nurses (RNs) are licensed, not registered. 5 This article focuses on language used in the sonography community relating to profes sional regulation, including licensure, certification, registration, and accreditation.
Licensure
As many health care employers across the country are moving toward mandatory certification for sonographers, multiple states are attempting to empower their right to protect citizens by drafting legislation that requires licensure of sonographers. The state licensure process is complicated and unpredictable, with the potential for 50 separate state bodies composing a complex patchwork of laws, language, and state limitations. Health care access, quality, cost and reimbursement, malpractice law, and accreditation affect both directly and indirectly the overall regulation process. 6 The purpose of licensure regulations is to define the scope of practice unique to a specific profession. Licensure renders it illegal for unlicensed persons to perform acts within a lawfully defined scope of practice. The objective is to protect the public by ensuring their right to receive safe and effective services. Through licensure, the governing body asserts that minimum standards of qualification have been met. In most cases, professions are licensed by state boards or commissions, established by legislatures and staffed by gubernatorial or legislative appointment. These boards establish and monitor entrance requirements, handle consumer complaints, and undertake disciplinary actions when state regulations are violated.
Licensure typically helps to secure professional legitimacy and recognition by establishing a degree of minimum competency for entrylevel qualifications, which indirectly brings credibility. Professional legitimacy may be achieved along with additional responsibilities that our profession has not been able to establish, such as demonstrating minimum competency through successful comple tion of accredited educational programs, national certification examinations, and required continuing education. Advocates believe licensure laws can protect the public from harm by not only estab lishing minimum competency but also by not allowing unqualified or unlicensed persons to work within the profession.
Certification
Certification typically falls into two broad cate gories: state certification with statutory language and professional certification. State certification protects a profession's title or the use of a specific occupation title by granting individuals the authority to use an occupational title. Anyone, including those not certified, may provide a particular service, but only those who are certified are allowed to use the designated title. This type of legislation creates a recognized profession in the state and requires education and certification standards, without necessarily setting up regula tory boards specific to the profession such as licensure often does. Certification by a professional organization is inherently different than state certi fication. Certification by a profes sional organiza tion identifies practitioners who have met the organization's particular standards.
In the profession of diagnostic medical imaging, a credential is awarded when sonographers pass a national certification examination sponsored by a professional organization such as the American Registry for Diagnostic Medical Sonography (ARDMS), Cardiovascular Credentialing Interna tional (CCI), and the American Registry of Radio logic Technologists (ARRT). Unlike statutory programs, which are typically mandatory in nature, certification offered by nongovernmental, profes sional organizations is typically voluntary in nature. 7 The concept of certification can become so important to job attainment that it may be considered quasimandatory. This is an increasingly popular phenomenon in the field of sonography. Obtaining certification is now being written in as a requirement in job descriptions, career ladders, and project specifications. 8 However, because voluntary certification pro grams are often not subject to any type of govern ment regulation, the possibility exists that a group of practitioners who did not meet the standards of the established certification organization(s) could establish their own organization and grant official recognition and usage of a corresponding creden tial based on lower standards or no standards at all. When this occurs, the public is not often aware of the difference between the two organizations and often accepts the credentials of the group with the lower standard as signifying equal competence.
Professional certification should not be confused with certificate program completion. Certificate programs are training programs in which partici pants, including alumnae of graduate schools, com munity colleges, and vocational schools, receive a certificate for attendance and/or completion of required coursework. When obtaining a certificate of completion, the focus is on training individuals to achieve a certain knowledge and skill base and then assessing their ability to retain this know ledge. Typically, a credential is not awarded to the certi ficate program participant. 1 Unlike certifi cation, certificates usually do not have ongoing requirements and cannot be revoked. Certification bodies typically have ongoing requirements such as annual fees, registries, and continuing medical education mandates. Also, certificate programs are typically larger in magnitude and longer in duration than conventional continuing education programs but are smaller in magnitude and shorter in duration than university degree programs. 9 Finally, the term credential should be defined. A credential is granted when an individual passes an examination proving minimum competency. It is not usually defined in statute but is widely used by professionals, the public, regulators, and legislators as evidence of someone's qualifications. 10 The primary distinction between a certificate of completion and credentialing is in their purpose. With credentialing, the focus is on assessing current knowledge and skill sets. Upon passing an examination, a person earns a credential or certifi cation, which allows him or her to perform a certain set of skills. Someone can complete a certi ficate program, but it is not a certification. Indivi duals are awarded a certificate of completion for the successful completion of the program. The certificate grants no authority to practice. For instance, a person might complete a 6month echocardiography course and receive a certificate of completion. However, he or she must pass a registry examination such as is offered by the ARDMS or the CCI to earn a credential as a sonographer.
Registration
Registration requires individuals who perform certain tasks to list their names, addresses, and qualifications with a designated government agency or private entity. As a general rule, state and/or federal laws requiring occupational registration typically do not require individuals to show that they met any predetermined standards, passed an examination, or proved any continued competency levels. This type of legislation is the least restric tive form of occupational regulation because no minimum education standards can be required. Therefore, certification as a condition of employment would not apply. 11 However, it is possible to have registration in combination with enforced minimum practice standards. Having stated this, registration can encompass a broad scope, which might be as simple as maintaining a list of names of sonogra phers who practice sonography and filling the role of annual renewal and assurance of a credential's validity or as complex as requiring that health care workers meet minimum practice standards to be included on the registry list. 12 The following question might be raised: if maintaining a registry is as easy as simply signing up sonographers, what would be its purpose? It is equally just as easy for the governing body of the registry to revoke registration in response to complaints from the public, which then prevents individuals from practicing or being active members of that particular registry's organization.
Mandatory registration and/or licensure for sonographers could carry the benefits of providing a more accurate assessment of the sonographers currently practicing. The ability to perform demo graphic analyses and educational profiles, to monitor changes in practice and attrition numbers, and to open a pathway which might allow for better communication between sonographers not currently involved with professional societies and still practicing sonography could be very beneficial. 13 
Accreditation
Accreditation is a voluntary process through which a nongovernmental entity grants a time limited recognition to an organization, often verifying that it has met predetermined and standardized criteria and credibility is presented. It is a recognized stamp of approval for many institutions in the United States, including colleges and universities, social service agencies, and health care plans and providers. 14 Typically, the accreditation process targets what a health care organization and/or educational institution is doing correctly to achieve standards and what it can do to improve systems, processes, and outcomes. 15 Although often voluntary, this process serves to validate patient care and sonography excellence and to elevate the overall reputation and standards of a profession. Achieving such recognition adds luster to an institution's image and may be a point of professional pride for employees.
Organizations that issue credentials or certify individuals are themselves formally accredited by the standards bodies. Therefore, they are often referred to as accredited certification bodies. The accreditation process ensures that their certification practices are acceptable, typically meaning that they are competent to test and certify third parties, behave ethically, and employ suitable quality assurance. The ARDMS and the CCI are both accredited through the American National Standards Institute (ANSI) and the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) National Commission for Certifying Agencies. However, recognition of ARDMS programs in providing credentials has also earned them accreditation with the National Commission for Certifying Agencies (NCCA). The NCCA is the accrediting arm of the National Organization for Competency Assurance (NOCA). Established in 1977 as a nonprofit organization, the NOCA is a leader in setting quality standards for certifying organizations.
Conclusion
As professional regulation continues to develop independently in each state, the terms used to describe levels and functions of regulation often vary from state to state and from profession to profession. Regardless of which regulatory stance, if any, sonography chooses, individual under standing of the intrinsically different distinctions between each type of language classification is important. Although diagnostic medical sonography is not new, the profession appears to be in a growth mode relating to professional autonomy and regu latory classifications.
